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A Comparison Between Works of-Realistit-Contemporary

Fiction by Non-American and American Authors.

Shelton I...Root, Jr.

The primary purPose-of this study Was to discover what'differences,

if any, tre are between_ works,of contemporary realistic fiction by non--

American and American a "c-s whose bOoks have settings other than the

United States,, whose majordharacters arenot.citi;ensof the-United States,
.

_ -

and which are appropriate for children nine through twelve years of-age..

The problet seems an important one since there is common agreement

fr

that what thildren read-has the potential for 1nfluencing"Ntheirb&i s,,

_understandings, ahd'attitudes.'

What if American children are reading only ficeion erican autrs

'which deals witn non-American characters in non-Americ settings? Are the'

possible consequente that they will:get biased ressions? Might it not

be better or American'children to read this 'of fiction if it is

written by nonAmericin.iuthors? Befo re ch'quest4ons can be anSwered,

satisfactorily we need to find out wh are...the simildriies andAiiferences

between these two categories Of bodfcs.

THOD

Sample: The Bu1letiiL>f the Center:for Children's Books,
1
was selected

as the review medium from wh'ith to ago-se 600ks apprppriate to this- study.

/ 1 '
,

Th'e Bulletin ig wi ly respected"and cOnsUlted and Paviews more children's .

books in,depth an any other single source.' The reviews suggest approRriate

age and/or, a ade rangekand indicate whether. Ornot a particular books-is

recomme d fo.,ITu02reader:t. Since this study was not OriMarily concerned
....,

with iterary wality,4011 books reviewed,. regardless of recommendation,
.

/ .
.

/ . ,
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.
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were included in the initial list of titles from w ich the final sample

was taken.

o represent recent fiction, those books werej selected khich were.

published in the United States from 1969 through 1 75 and revi ed in

\,

Volumes 24 through 28 of the Bulletin. From apprcximately.

-both.fiction and non-fiction, 35 were found.to b ppropriate: 24 by\--"-

American authors and 11 by non-American authors. Ten Oboks-from each
4

categori'were randomly selected for the final sam le, Since the Bulletin'
I

usually suggests an'age/grade range of ;hree or.f ur. years, only those

books.ivere included whose suggested range fell wi hin at least two years
'

of the age group under consideration. (Eg..ages 1 through 13 would be

appropriate as would be 8 thro gh 10.)'

Procedure. Content analys s Was selected as an hppropriate method

for determiming certain differences 6etween the't o categories of-books

under investigation. The instruments and .categor'es emplqyed by Gast2

in his study'Of stereatypes.in children's 4iteratbre was deemed suitable

for the purposes of the Present study and so emplpyed.
,

Data analysis. Chi square (X.)'Was used as the measure of analysis..
2,

and theOevel of signi ance was estaOlished at .05. The Yates Correction

formula was used on all

' to determine the magnitude for.ail significant xl va"lues.

.

2analyses. ThePhi 40) coeffiCient waS used

%,
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_TABLE 1.
-

X2 for Positive and Negative Concepts

Concepts A-American 'American X2* p

Positiye
Explicit
Implicit

Negative
Explicit

Implicit.

17_

27

9 .

6

20
:30

5

5

.006

.007

n.s.

n.s;

-.

-

df = 1

* calculated with Yates correction

TABLE 2,

X
2

for Age of Major and Minor Characters

Age Non-American American X2 p

Major
Child

"Aduli

Minor
Child

-*Adult
,

.

,

14

0
.

_

6

27

12

0.

8

22

>

.

_

.

.2 5

n.s.

.

.,,ns. .

...

-

.

df =
* calculated with Yates correction

TABLE 3

X
2

fdr Sex of Major and Minor Characters

Sex Non-American
,

Americ. afi
2*

P

Major
Male'

,

Female

k Minor
Male ,

Female

.

,
.

.019
4.
16

.

)4!°-

-

.

4

.%

10

.

.06

_
_ V

.93
.

.

-

n.s.

n.s.

,

-

.

-

,df
* cal,Cuited with Yates.cottection

5

15

3

45V



TABLE 4

2
X for EconomicStatus.of Major and Minor Characters

Status Non-American Ameritail X2 P 0*

Major
.Low

Adequate ,

Comfortable

Minor i

Low.
,

Adequate
Comfortable ''

.-

A 1

5-

.

'8

- 7

. 17
t

9
.

.

.
..

10.

1

.

1

10: .

9

10-
.

:*

15.4

.2.79

. .001

.

n.s.
-.r

A

. i

-,

.

df = 2
* cAlculated with,Cramer's.Phi

.

t

. TABLE , 5

X
2
for EdUcatiOn Level of Majorand Minor Characters

Education Level

.

Non-American - Americap ,P 0

Major.
;Uneducated
Average -

Above Average
-

k Minor
. Uneducated
, Average

Above Average
,

,

0

11

2.

3' ,

21

7"

,

.

a

.

2

7

3

2

20.-

7

.3.06

.16

n.

n.s.

,

,

-

,

-
.

df = 2
...



6

a

TABLE -6

X2. for. Social-C)iss of Major and Minor ChaisacterS,,

.,

Class, Non-American American X2 . p

:Major \IQ
Lower - - 0 9

.

Middle 9 2 16.09 .001 .79..

Upper . 5 1 4
,

.

Minor
.

-

.

Lower 1. 10 8
Middle 18 . 15 .68 n.s. -

Upper 5
.

7.4

(

-df =: 2 .

* calcblated with Cramert PhI

TABLE 7

X2 for Racial Group of Major and Minor Characters-
/

Ethnic Ndb-American 1115meri can X2 P 0

Major
Black
.Caucasian
Oriental
Other )

Minor 4
Black

2 Cauca ian

,-4 Oriental

-- Other

.

*

2

I

0

il

0

3.

2

.28

0
3

--"--- k
-,:._ 3

: 01 1

.. 6

0

13

4

13

7.73

0

t

17.61

,

-1

I'

n.s.'

, .

.

.001

-

,

.

. -.53

o
.

/



TA6LE 8 ,

. 1

X2 for Goalt Valued by Major aal Vinor.Characters

cr)

.

Major Characters minor Lnaracters

Goals , Non-American American
2

X p, 0 Non=American American
x2

1. Adtept4nce in

dominant tulture
.

,

2. Acceptance in

.
own culture-

,

3. Social advancement

4. Economic-advancement

5. Self-realization

6. Independence

7. Future-past

orientation
.

.

B. Security

OStability .

. .

7
.

,

.

4

.

% 0

0.

8

.7

0°

.

10 '

3

-,.. ..

1

0

,

2

9

3

7

6

4 w

.

15.98

.

.

I.

,

.05

.

.

,

.450'

.,.

.

2- .

. .

6 .

3

5

7
.

.

. 5 .

8.

19

-

15
,

9 _

2

1 4

3 '

1.2

6

,

. 10

12

7.21

.

,

.

.

n.s.

,

1_.

-

.

.

,



' TADtE 9

.

(for PersOnality Traits 0 Major and 'Minbr Characters

%
. Major Characters-

'Minor Charac ers
Trait Non-American American

2
X * 0 Non-American American' ie',,P ''''r';'a

Introvert

Extrovert

Adtboritarian

Democratic

Optimist -

Pessimist

Securev,'

'Insure ,

Sel-filti .0

Unselfish
.2

Dependable

Undependable

. ... '.,

Honest, '

Dishonest

Infantile

Mature -
.

!

j
3

11

3

11

9

5

9

5

0

14

13

1

14

:1 0

4

.10

,

' .

. -

.

.

3

9

8 .

11

1

5

7. ,

3
.

k 9

11

1

11-

1

2 '

10 -

.6

. 6

1 4

.57

1.9
.

.4.

.006

.06

.-----
.,

i

n.s.

n.s.

.

n s

' ''

)

'n.s.
i

n.s.

, .

n.4.

6.s.

.

-

-

,

-'

-

-

-

-

.

.

24

19

14'

24

'.9

23

10

11

22

. 26

'7

25

8

if B

25

/.

. .

.. .

.

,

:

,

.

.

'

22

17

11.

21'

9

121

9

9

21

1.27
3

27
,,. 3

(

6
24

.

A2

1 01

.03

.°

*'

".002

..06

.0001

.75

1.34

its.

n.s.

n.s.

.

n.s. .

.n.s .

n.s.

n.i.

,

-

-

.

-

-

-

df = 1 '
6

* calculated with Yates correction ,

a
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JAYLE 0,

or Positi e and Negative-Characteristics
.

of Md or 4nd Minor Characters

Pos 'ition

,

Non-American. American .X2* p

Major
,, Positive'

Negative

Minor

Negative

.

'

674

3
.

. 110

'55

-__/,

.

0

.

59

J

111

29

,

.

_

.12

.

5 .44

.

.,...,.

.

.05-

,

.,,

. 3

.

s?

df =P1 ,
* calculated With Yates corroction'0,

1

o

(--/TABLE 11

/2 for Positive and Ne4ative Stertotypes

of Major and Minor Chaeecter

-

Stereotype ' Non-American American'
.

Major,
Positive
Negative

57

13

.

,- 50
10

.003, n.s. -

.

Minor
.

.0

Positive 105 105 ,

Negative , 60 . ,,- 40
2.33 pp.s. -

6 A .

,
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Analyses. of tilt tatildS yield the following informatim and, in.most.

'instances, raise relevant questions.

Positive and Negatileb Concepts (Table 1). Even'though statistical

lreatient did not reveal sigpificant differences between non-American and

American authors, is it not probable that concepts, either explicit or

implicit, revealed through positive characters havArle influence on

young readers than do concepts,revealed through negative characters?

Age of Major. and Minor Charactert (Table 2). Even though sta stical

treatment did not reveal significant differences between non-Amer an and

American authors, it is noted that both non-American and America author$

employed children exclusively as major characters while both showed a marked

-preference for adults as minor characters. Is it not possible that at

least some books should cast adults as major characters?

Sex of Major and Minor Characters (Table 3). Even though statisticai,

!treatment revealed no.difference between non-American and American authors,

it is noted that both have a proclivity for casting boys as major characters,

4
and.that American authors prefer minor male characters over minor female

characters.by a ratio of 2:1. Is it nOt time for males and females to

reg,*equal attention in'literature for young readers?

Economic Status of Major and Minor Characters (Table 4). latistical

evidence indicates allighly significant difference between non=American

and American authors. While a large majority of non-American authors dealt

major characters of adequate and comfortable economic status, most

American authors pertrayed major characters as being of low economic status.

If children were to read exclusively either non-American cr American authors,

might they not receive unbalancetimpressions of cultures other than American?

Also, it is noted that non-American authors portrayed well over half of their

13



minor,characters as being ofvadequatebor coefortable economic status. If

young readers were to read such bookAclusively might they not-draw

erroneous inferences concerning the economic)status of cultures other than

American? 1

Educaton Level of Major andlMinor Characteri (Table 6). Although

there are no statistical differences between non-American and AMerican

authors, itis nbted that both have strong tendencies to portray Both

'40
major and minor charActers-as havin4 average educations for the circumstapces

in which they are.cast. Would children not profit from books which reveal

to a greater extenXharacters from both extremes the educational spectrum?

Social Clais of Major and Minor Characters (Table 6). Statistical
,J

treatment reyeals that books by non-American authors wer farmore likely

m
\sk

1

to portray major characteri. as being of middle or upper so i l

.

class than
,

were those by'American authors who indicated a marked preferen: for major

.
,idi

characters from the lower social class. While not statistically sigAITTcant,

f:

the same tendency is indisated in the treatment of minor characts. Are

not both treatments equally, though obversely, distorted? Might not young

readers who are exclusively exposed to either grodp of authors be subject

to erroneous impressions concerning the cultures Portrayed?

Further, a comparison of tables 4 and 6 implies a strong relationship

between economic and soCial status with some relationship to level of

educatipn (Table 5). lite real life situations as often comparable? Miltt

notillhldren profit from books whiCh revea1,7examples in which such strong

links do not exist?

Ethnic Groups of Major and Minor Characters (Table 7). While there

is no difference in treatment of major characters between.non-American

and American authors, there is a modest statistical difference-baween

4
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c.

. 11

the offerings of minor characterS. .Non-American'authors showed a marked

preference for minor Caucasian characters while American author's had a
1*

t. e-
grApter tendency fordropulating their stories with minor characters froni

the grOup classifidrd as Other (i.e:, Australian Aboriginees, Laps,

Mediterranean, Mcar , and Mexicar Indian). In the cases of both groups,

might not youn1Y readers Profit from books whit major and mindr ch#racters

reveal e broader assortment of racial origins?

-Goal% Valued by Major and Minor Charadters (table 8 eile no
.111

st4t1st1ca11y significant differences are inOcated in the goals v;lued by

major characters, it is interesting to note that onit American authors

shOWed concern over "future-past orientaiion." Perhaps, because of a lonler

history, non-Ameri authors are more'inclined to take this goal for granted.
.e

I the case of inor characters, there seem to be no important differences.
4

Personaliaty TImpits of Major and Minor Characters (Table 9). Both
.

#
.

.. we
.

. *
non-Americin and American authors Portrayed their major characters simile1y.

.

N
A composite major character would probably have the following.attributes:

extrovert, democratic, optimistrUnselfish, dependable, honestft,,and mature.

Minortharacters would fare in about.the same fashion.

Positive an)cativeCháracteristics of Major and Minor Characters

(Table 10). re were no'stitistically significant differences between

non-American and American authors concerning either major or'minor*characters.-
"d

However, it is interesting to note that bop) groupshoertrayed their major

characters as being almost totally de*oid of nedative.chzracteristics.

4
IS it not quite possible that children of the age for4vhich these books arE

I suggested are ready for and need books which reveal major characters with

a more natural balance of posit4ve and negative characteristics?

The more nearly even treatnent of minor cha acters is largely attr

butable to the fact that many of them were purpose
4

15

t by the authors
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)

as antagonists. The staNflcal treatment e a oyed could not analyze the

degree to which this is true.
J

1

k .

' Positive d Ne ative Stereot es f Ma'or and Minor Characters Tabl

Althdugh no statistically
is

ignifica diffe &Ices are revealed between the

,two groups,lt Is evident, as in able 10, that positive factors far out-

. Weigh negative factors in 'the case of major;characters with a ratio Of nea.r.ly 4.
1

5:1. It is speculated tat this.fIct may 4 the'result of the commonly .

'..

accepted practice of authorssusing stereotyi ip es to quickly define'oharacters.. .

Again, a's was the.case with Table 10,ithe smaller ratio of posetive '

!

.%
7.a

to negative stereotypes ls accounted for by the fact that many minor char7
01. . ,

acters werfintentionally cast by the.authorS as antagoni%ts., otototo
4 J a

the statistical procedures employed do not verify this conclaiorNik

* examination of the raw data indicates that antagonists, without exc tion,

were portraydd as h ny negative aspects and'almost no positive virtues.
.

.

, .

Again, as with Table 1 , the question is noised as to whether young readers

are not in need of having even negative characters revealed With some
lb

redeeming virtues?

SUMMARY'

1. These findings and queries are in some ways influenced by the

limitations of the investigator's knowledge of the people, setti4s, and

circumstances revealed in the b s under consideratian, as well as by his

own unidentified cultural biases.

2% The gescriptors used to arrive at the findings indicated by Tables
k

. 10 and 11 may not have been ideal for the purpose of this study. Descriptors

specifically selected for a study of this type might have yfelded somewhat

diflerent results.
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3. Because of the limited universe (37 in approxtmately 4,000.from

which the bboks for thii'study'weVe'seletted, it sepmjiir to qu4t1on

wHether American
0childAgn have at their(disposal eno realistic ftcti

that is contemporarily set,in places other than,the.Unite States ati whose

major characters are not natives'of the Uvited States. \k,

4. Becausebof the frequently marked' similarities betken boo s by

non-American and Ametlitan authors, there s ems room for valid-spe bon- 14 #
th bt the.preponderance of books by foreign authors are selected 'for publi.:

Obtien in the United States because they re, eed, much like thoda by

American authors.

.5. The subjecti've evgNation by this resea

of the bookS Involved in this study, both by

authors is low in most -instances.

f the literary merits

American and American

1

The University 'Chicago Graduate Library School, Bulletin of the
Center for Children's Books, Unifersity of Chicago Press, Vol. 2448.

2
David Karl Gast, "CgActeristics and-Concepts of Minority Americans

in Contemporary Children's Fictional Literature" (unpublished Ed.D.
dissertation, Arizona State University, 1965);
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